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Background/aims: Organophosphate and organochlorine pesticides have been associated with neurological and 

respiratory effects in agricultural communities, but few studies have been conducted in buried pesticides deposited close to 

human settlements. An urban neighborhood and a school with >1,500 children was settled in a former agricultural area of 

44ha in Cartagena-Colombia. During construction, several containers with pesticides were found. Contaminated soils and 

containers were removed and confined to an area close by. Our objective was to evaluate exposure to and potential health 

effects of these buried pesticides on surrounding communities. 

Methods: Concentrations of pesticides in soil and air were determined. A health risk assessment was done modeling soil 

concentrations found at the pesticides confined area. Respiratory diseases data was obtained, and tests for pulmonary and 

neurological function were applied in children(n=389) and adults(n=440) at the exposed and a control area. Levels of 

pesticides in serum and their metabolites in urine were determined in a subsample of children.  

Results: Presence of DDT isomers and metabolites were found in one soil sample and chlorpyrifos was reported in one air 

sample. Risk modeling suggests risk inside the confined area by different routes of exposure. Although individuals at the 

exposed area reported more frequently severe dyspnea(children OR:2.97; IC95%:1.0-8.97) and wheezing (adults OR:2.10; 

IC95%:1.13-3.90) evidence of lung function effects was not demonstrated by spirometry. There were not differences in 

intellectual performance. Pesticides in blood serum were mostly below detection limits, and only significant levels of pp-DDE 

were found, although at concentrations similar to non-exposed populations. 

Conclusions: A confined area with buried pesticides but not direct contact with population is a potential source of risk. 

However, no evidence of exposure to pesticides was found in this area. Increased reports of respiratory symptoms could be 

explained by increased risk perception or other environmental exposures in the area. 
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